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This study examines the attitudes of 58 bilingual primary-school children towards their
first and second languages, and the attitudes they attribute to parents, teachers and
peers in the context of the home, the classroom and the playground. It also examines
whether students’ attitudes to language are moderated by whether or not they were
born in Australia, the cultural group to which they belong, whether or not they had
received English as a Second Language (ESL) help, and the number of years they have
lived in Australia.
It is generally well accepted that a number of variables, including those from the
affective domain, influence success in second language acquisition (Naiman et
al., 1978; O‘Malley & Chamot, 1990). Although there has been little discussion in
the literature about the relative importance of these factors, Stern (1985: 386)
suggests that ‘the affective component contributes at least as much and often
more to language learning than the cognitive skills’.
The affective variables of language learning (LL) include such things as
motivation, learner expectation, personality and sociocultural experience (Gard-
ner & Macintyre, 1992; Skehan, 1989). In turn, there is a dynamic relationship
between the learner’s motivation and his or her specific attitudes to the target
language, and its speakers, and the manner in which learners approach and
conduct their learning, and hence their ultimate language learning (LL) success
(Skehan, 1989; Stern, 1985). While recent discussions in the literature (e.g.
Dornyei, 1994; Gardner & Tremblay, 1994; Oxford & Shearin, 1994) have focused
on the relative merits and considerations of different models of motivation,
particularly that described as integrative motivation, there has not been the same
attention given to the attitudinal component of LL.
The complex nature of the interrelationship among these affective factors may,
at least in part, account for the apparent lack of research in the area of attitudes
in LL. The dearth of literature in the area is even more apparent for child language
learners, perhaps because it is assumed that the complexity of the interrelation-
ship is heightened because of their lower developmental level (Wiegand, 1992).
Yet it is apparent that in LL, as in many other areas of their development,
children are similar to adults in that they are strongly influenced by those who
are significant to them — people such as their friends and family. However,
children may also be influenced by their school peers, their teachers and the
general school environment. For instance, Cummins (1993) suggests that use of
a learner’s first language (L1) at school strongly affects whether or not they
199
0143-4632/98/03 0199-13 $10.00/0 © 1998 R. Oliver & N. Purdie
JOURNAL OF MULTILINGUAL AND MULTICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT Vol. 19, No. 3, 1998
maintain that language. Similarly, a family’s attitude to the new language and
their use of it in the home will influence a child’s success in that language. For
these reasons, Cummins (1987) places considerable emphasis on power relations
between groups within the school environment and between teachers and
students.
These power relationships are determined, at least in part, by the very nature
of being a second-language (L2) learner, regardless of whether the learner is adult
or child. The question is whether younger learners are more influenced than
adults by these relationships. However, until the attitudes of child learners and
the attitudes they attribute to others are determined, this remains a vexing
question.
Byram and Morgan (1994) suggest the power and status relationship between
learners and the speakers of the majority language exerts a major influence on
their attitudes. As this is dependent on the background of the learners, Cortazzi
(1990) suggests differences will occur according to their linguistic and cultural
identities. However, Holliday (1994) warns about placing too much emphasis on
cultural differences as many ‘local’ factors (e.g., personality) may be more
important. He also notes the dangers of stereotyping particular cultural groups
and of ignoring the role of student group cultures within schools. Therefore, it is
important that more research is conducted examining whether cultural differ-
ences do, in fact, exist between identifiable groups, or whether the attitudes of
students are more similar than they are different.
It is also important to examine the influence of other contextual factors on the
attitude of language learners. For instance, do particular programs, such as ESL
courses, affect the attitudes of the learners who receive such support? Do learners’
attitudes change the longer they are exposed to the majority language and
culture? Therefore, the challenge for researchers is to examine such aspects of LL,
while taking account of the links between attitudes, other affective variables and
environmental factors (Dornyei, 1990). In particular there is a dearth of
information about learner attitudes in various contexts.
Research questions
For the reasons outlined earlier, the following research questions are ad-
dressed in this study:
· Do bilingual children have different attitudes to L1 and English and, if so,
are differences moderated by target student characteristics (where born
cultural group, ESL, years in Australia)?
· Do bilingual children’s attitudes to language vary according to the context
of use (school playground, home)?
· Do bilingual children attribute different attitudes to teachers, parents and
friends concerning their use of their different languages?
Method
Participants
The children who participated in this study were aged 9–12 years. They were
selected on the basis of their language background, being nominated by their
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teachers as having a ‘reasonable’1 level of proficiency both in English and in
another language, which in most cases was their L1. The children came from three
main cultural groups, representing specific language subgroups within these.
These groups were Asian (predominantly Vietnamese or Chinese dialect
speakers), European (children who spoke Greek and those who identified
themselves as speakers of Macedonian) and speakers of Arabic. These groups
were chosen because of their distinct sociopolitical history in Western Australia.
The groups came from four schools. All the Asian students were enrolled in
one school — a school in which approximately 90% of the population was Asian.
Although English was the language of instruction, home languages were
supported (e.g. bilingual teaching aides were at the school, school notes were sent
home in L1, and community languages were taught in the school after hours).
The Greek- and Arabic-speaking students were from two private religious
schools (i.e. Muslim and Greek Orthodox), both of which operated bilingual
programs. They received formal instruction in their home language and
undertook some subjects in this language. They also received religious instruc-
tion in L1. Those students who identified themselves as Macedonian received the
least formal bilingual support although the school was located in a traditional
migrant area with Macedonian social and sporting clubs located nearby.
Materials
Data were collected using a structured interview schedule. It was based on
materials previously developed for the Australian context (Oliver & McKay,
1996). The first section contained questions about each participant’s family,
educational and cultural background and their pattern of language use. The
second section contained 42 items to which students responded on a five-point
Likert scale that was represented both numerically (1 = very positive attitude; 5
= very negative attitude) and pictorially, with happy through to sad faces. The
questions focused on students’ attitudes to their first and second languages, and
the attitudes they attribute to their parents, teachers and principal, and friends
and ‘other kids’ in the context of home, school and playground.
Procedure
After parental permission was sought and gained, the children were intro-
duced to a trained research assistant (RA) who explained that we were interested
in knowing a bit more about children who spoke more than one language. The
RA had considerable experience in working with bilingual students as an ESL
teacher, and had been familiarised with the background and purpose of the
study. At a time least disruptive to the classroom timetable, the RA supervised
students as they provided written answers to questions in the interview schedule.
Data analysis
The relatively large number of attitude items in the structured interview
schedule and the small sample size precluded the use of factor analysis to reduce
the data. Instead, we created four sets of attitude variables from the 42 items in
the second section of the schedule by combining the scores on items that
addressed similar issues. The scores on questions about how students felt when
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they thought about, when they used, and when they worked in their two
languages were combined to form self-attitude to L1 and self-attitude to English; the
questions about the attitudes of their friends and ‘other kids’ were combined to
form peer attitude to L1 and peer attitude to English; and scores on the questions
about the attitudes of teachers and principals were combined to form teacher
attitude to L1 and teacher attitude to English. The two question about students’
perceptions of parents’ attitude to their two languages were called parent attitude
to L1 and parent attitude to English.
Because students’ attitudes to their two languages were examined in three
different contexts, we used the repeated measures analysis of variance procedure
to examine differences between the various subgroups on the self, peer, teacher
and parent variables. Although the sample size was small, we chose to use
parametric rather than non-parametric procedures because of the robustness of
ANOVA with regard to violation of assumptions, and because it is a more
powerful and versatile procedure. To further test the appropriateness of using
parametric procedures, we performed tests of homogeneity of variance (Co-
chran’s C, Bartlett–Box’s F, and Box’s M) in each of the analyses. The significance
levels in each instance suggested that the use of parametric procedures were
appropriate.
Results
Our first set of analyses was directed at exploring (a) differences in students’
attitudes to L1 and to English, and attitudes they attribute to their parents,
teachers and peers in the contexts of home, school and playground, and (b)
differences in attitudes according to place of birth (Australian-born, non-Austra-
lian-born), cultural group (Asian, Arabic, European), whether or not students
had received support in English as a Second Language (ESL)2, and length of time
in Australia.
First, we performed repeated measures analyses of variance (ANOVAs) on
students’ responses to the attitude questions, using place of birth (Australian
born, n = 28; non-Australian born, n = 30) as the independent variable. Table 1
presents the results of the ANOVAs. Examination of the univariate F-ratios for
main effect of attitude revealed no significant differences between students’
attitudes to L1 and English in the context of the home. There were, however,
significant differences between students’ attitudes to their two languages in class
and in the playground, with students feeling more positive about English in each
instance. Similarly, results indicate that students perceive that their teachers and
peers feel more positively when English, rather than L1, is used in all contexts.
This perception is particularly pronounced in relation to the classroom and the
attitudes of teacher and principal, as indicated by the large value of eta squared
(h2) (0.56). Students also perceive their parents as feeling more positive about
their use of English, rather than L1, in the classroom. On the other hand, they
perceive their parents as preferring them to use L1 at home.
When we examine the interactions between attitude and place of birth we see
that the more positive attitudes towards English are accounted for more by the
Australian-born students than by the non-Australian-born, although the small
values of h2 indicate that the effect of place of birth is minor, especially when
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compared with the amount of variation explained by the main effect of attitude,
for which more substantial h2 values were obtained.
Thus, the overall picture is that both the Australian-born and the non-Austra-
lian-born students feel more positive about using English rather than L1 at school
but not at home. They also believe that, on the whole, their peers, teachers and
parents are more positive about their use of English than they are about their use
of L1. However, there is a tendency for these more positive attitudes to English
to be associated with students who are born in Australia rather with those who
are born overseas.
Variable Main effect of attitude Interaction: attitude x place of birth
Total group F h2 Australian-
born
Non-
Australian-born
F h2
Self L1 at home 1.66 (0.71) 0.77 0.01 1.68 (0.64) 1.63 (0.78) 1.62 0.03
Eng at home 1.79 (0.80) 1.63 (0.78) 1.93 (0.79)
Self L1 in class 2.52 (1.03) 30.76*** 0.40 2.67 (1.21) 2.39 (0.84) 6.06* 0.17,
Eng in class 1.67 (0.76) 1.42 (0.71) 1.91 (0.75)
Self L1 in the
p’ground
2.23 (1.00) 8.12** 0.13 2.30 (1.05) 2.19 (1.92) 2.37 0.04
Eng in the
p’ground
1.76 (0.86) 1.52 (1.89) 1.97 (0.78)
Peers L1 at home 2.34 (0.85) 9.65** 0.17 2.33 (0.91) 2.35 (1.80) 9.65** 0.17
Eng at home 1.91 (0.88) 1.48 (0.71) 2.35 (0.83)
Peers L1 in class 2.85 (1.85) 45.94*** 0.46 2.91 (0.90) 2.79 (0.81) 3.85* 0.07
Eng in class 1.95 (0.90) 1.74 (0.95) 2.14 (0.85)
Peers L1 in the
p’ground
2.56 (0.93) 19.20*** 0.27 2.67 (1.08) 2.46 (0.84) 6.01* 0.10
Eng in the
p’ground
1.88 (0.83) 1.59 (0.75) 2.16 (0.82)
Teacher L1 at home 2.07 (0.97) 19.06*** 0.27 2.13 (0.67) 2.07 (0.96) 0.48 <0.01
Eng at home 1.41 (0.63) 1.28 (0.63) 1.59 (0.61)
Teacher L1 in class 2.87 (1.0)6 68.05*** 0.56 2.88 (1.00) 2.86 (1.07) 0.04 <0.01
Eng in class 1.49 (0.84) 1.50 (1.03) 1.48 (0.63)
Teacher L1 in the
p’ground
2.39 (0.91) 36.21*** 0.40 2.29 (0.98) 2.48 (0.85) 0.12 <0.01
Eng in the
p’ground
1.49 (0.66) 1.43 (0.74) 1.55 (0.57)
Parents L1 at home 1.33 (0.69) 32.03*** 0.36 1.25 (0.65) 1.40 (0.72) 0.10 <0.01
Eng at home 2.47 (1.29) 2.32 (1.31) 2.60 (1.28)
Parents L1 in class 2.21 (1.14) 6.44* 0.11 2.14 (1.11) 2.27 (1.17) 0.88 0.02
Eng in class 1.74 (1.02) 1.60 (0.88) 1.97 (1.10)
Parents L1 in the
p’ground
1.90 (1.07) 0.21 <0.01 1.89 (1.17) 1.90 (0.10) 4.50* 0.07
Eng in the
p’ground
1.83 (0.99) 1.43 (0.69) 2.20 (1.10)
Note: * p £ 0.05; **p £ 0.01; *** p £ 0.001. 
Lower numbers indicate more positive attitudes.
Table 1 Students’ attitudes to L1 and English
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The independent variable in the second series of repeated measures ANOVAs
was cultural group (Asian [Chinese, Vietnamese], n = 25; Arabic [Iranian,
Lebanese], n = 10; European [Macedonian, Greek, n = 23]). The main effect for
attitude was examined in the first set of ANOVAs; thus, in this analysis we were
only interested in the interaction between cultural group and attitude. Two
significant interactions were found and these are shown in Figures 1 and 2. The
more positive attitudes to English that are attributed to peers in the playground
are accounted for more by the European students (and,. to a lesser extent, the
Arabic students) than by the Asian students. With respect to students’ percep-
tions of parents’ attitudes to their two languages, although each group of students
indicated that their parents preferred L1 to be used at home, there was a more
pronounced difference expressed by the Arabic students regarding their parents’
attitudes to the use of their two languages. There was little differentiation
between the perceived attitudes to L1 and English of peers of the Asian group of
students, although these students were no different from the other two groups
in perceiving their parents as feeling more positive about L1 use in the home.
In the third series of repeated measures ANOVAs, ESL served as the
independent variable. Students were categorised as having received ESL help (n
= 20) or as having not received ESL help (n = 10) since arrival in Australia. There
was one significant interaction obtained from these analyses. Surprisingly,
students who had not received ESL help felt more positively about English in the
classroom than did students who had received ESL help, although there was no
difference between the two groups on their attitudes to L1 in this situation. This
interaction is shown in Figure 3.
Finally, we examined the interaction between students’ attitudes to their two
languages and the length of time they had been in Australia. From the 30 students
Figure 1 Attitude of peers to languages in the playground (lower numbers = more
positive attitudes)
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who were not born in Australia, two groups were formed. One group had lived
in Australia for four or more years (n = 17) and the other group had lived in
Australia for three or fewer years (n = 13). The results of the fourth series of
repeated measures ANOVAs revealed two significant interactions. There was no
difference between the two groups in their attitudes to English; however, the
shorter-term residents expressed more positive attitudes than did the longer-
term residents to their L1. There was no difference in the attitudes to L1 and to
Figure 2 Attitude of parents to languages at home (lower numbers = more positive
attitudes)
Figure 3 Attitude of self to languages in class (lower numbers = more positive
attitudes)
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English of the shorter-term residents; longer term residents felt more positive
about English than L1. With respect to the attitudes that students attributed to
their parents, both groups believed their parents preferred them to use L1 at
home; when compared with the longer-term residents, however, those who had
been in Australia for three years or less perceived their parents as feeling less
negative when they used English. Figures 4 and 5 present these two interactions
in graphic form.
Figure 4 Attitude of self to languages in the class (lower numbers = more positive
attitudes)
Figure 5 Attitude of parents to languages at home (lower numbers = more positive
attitudes)
206 Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development
To address the question of whether bilingual children hold different attitudes
according to the context of their language use we performed a series of repeated
measures ANOVAs on attitudes to L1 and English (both for self and for
significant others) in school, in the playground and at home. The results of these
analyses are presented in Table 2. With respect to L1, it appears that students feel
more positive, and perceive their peers, teachers and parents to feel similarly
more positive, about using L1 at home than they do in class and in the
playground. However, it is clear that students perceive significant others as
feeling less positive about their use of L1 in class than they do about their use of
L1 in both the home and in the playground. They themselves feel less positive
about L1 in class when compared with using L1 at home, but not when compared
with using L1 in the playground.
A different picture emerges when we consider the use of English in the various
contexts. Students do not differ significantly in their attitudes to English in any
of the contexts. Furthermore, they do not perceive others as differing significantly
in their attitudes when they use English at home, in class, and in the playground.
The one exception concerns students’ perceptions of parental attitudes to English.
Parents, they feel, are more negative in their attitudes to using English in the
home than they are about using English in class or in the school playground.
When we consider the h2 statistics obtained for parents’ attitudes to L1 and
English in the home, we see that from 24 to 30% of the variation in attitudes was
‘explained’ by the context in which the two languages were used.
Discussion
Notwithstanding the limitations imposed on this study by the small sample
size, there are several findings worthy of note. Perhaps the most important
finding from the study is the clear evidence that this group of bilingual children
holds significantly different attitudes towards their first and second languages.
Furthermore, these children perceive significant others as having different
Home Class Playground F h2
L1
Self 1.66 (0.71)ab 2.52(1.03)ac 2.19 (0.99)bc 16.29* 0.25
Friends/other kids 2.37  (0.85)a 2.79 (0.91)ab 2.50 (0.98)b 6.97* 0.13
Teacher/principal 2.07 (0.97)a 2.89 (1.07)ab 2.36 (0.91)b 20.21* 0.28
Parents 1.33 (0.69)ab 2.21 (1.14)a 1.90 (1.07)b 22.83* 0.29
English
Self 1.80 (0.81) 1.63 (0.73) 1.74 (0.86) 1.37 0.03
Friends/other kids 1.93 (0.86) 1.96 (0.89) 1.89 (0.82) 0.32 0.01
Teacher/principal 1.44 (0.62) 1.48 (0.84) 1.48 (0.65) 0.30 0.01
Parents 2.47 (1.29)ab 1.74 (1.02)a 1.83 (0.99)b 13.76* 0.24
Note: * p £ = 0.001. Means with the same superscript differ significantly (Scheffé contrasts). 
Lower numbers indicate more positive attitudes. The means in this Table are derived from Table 1,
but are rearranged here to highlight significant differences in attitudes to context.
Table 2 Attitudes to L1 and English in the home, the classroom, and the playground
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attitudes towards their two languages. Of more importance than the existence of
different attitudes to L1 and L2, however, is the finding that differences are not
consistent across contexts. Clearly, English is more positively regarded in the
context of the school by the students; similarly, students believe that teachers and
principals, their peers and their parents prefer them to use English at school.
However, although the students themselves have similar attitudes towards their
two languages when using them at home, it is apparent they believe their parents
look less kindly upon them when they use English rather than L1 at home. To
complicate the picture even more, students think that their teachers, principal
and peers are more favourably disposed to the students’ use of English, rather
than L1, in the home
The significance of this finding becomes more apparent when regarded in the
light of recent discussions (e.g. Dornyei, 1994; Gardner & Tremblay, 1994; Oxford
& Shearin, 1994) about the relative merits of particular models of LL motivation.
Although such discussions have left us unclear about the most appropriate
model/s to apply in educational contexts, it seems likely that the attitudes
students have to their first and second languages are important motivational
factors in LL. Attitudes are determinants of the manner in which students engage
in language learning at school, they influence students’ expectations for success
(Cummins, 1986), and they play a major role in students’ successful maintenance
of L1 (Döpke et al., 1991). Thus, if L1 is less positively regarded in academic
settings then this does not augur well for the maintenance of L1. However, it is
somewhat surprising in the current study to find a discrepancy between the
attitudes to English and to L1 as the students attended schools in which they were
the main cultural/language group and in which there was a supportive
environment for the continued development of bilingualism. It was expected,
therefore, that L1 would be not only accepted, but would be as positively
regarded as English. On the other hand, it is highly likely that both the students
and their significant others recognise English as the lingua franca of educational
advancement in Australia, which may explain why English was more positively
regarded in the school setting.
Whatever the case, it could be argued that there is a potential dilemma for
students when they perceive a dichotomy between the attitudes of significant
others regarding the use of their two languages in the home and in the context of
the school. Cummins (1986) believes that bicultural ambivalence may account
partially for minority students’ persistent failure to achieve academically. For
bilingual learning to occur, it seems that a positive attitude to both languages is
necessary. As Davies et al., (1997) argue, teachers, parents and children should be
encouraged to regard the home language as a positive asset and, where possible,
to draw on its resources in the development of literacy in L2. Children who feel
their L1 and cultural identity are positively valued at school are more likely to
experience positive self-esteem which, in turn, will benefit their motivation for
success in both L1 and L2 learning.
In addition to the notion of home/school incongruence in attitudes towards
L1 and English, our results suggest also that this phenomenon is compounded
by time. For instance, those students who had been in Australia for less than three
years perceived their parents as feeling less different in their attitudes towards
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their two languages than did those students who had been here for longer.
Perhaps when families first arrive parents are keen for their children to acquire
English so that they can be successful at school. However, as time progresses,
parents may find it more difficult to maintain family communication using
English and thus revert to a preference for L1 in the home. On the other hand,
students’ attitude to L1 in the classroom became markedly less favourable with
time, thereby exacerbating the lack of consonance in attitudes between them-
selves and their parents.
Some research indicates that the importance parents place on L1 maintenance
varies among ethnic groups (Pauwels, 1991; Smolticz & Lean, 1979). Of the three
groups of students in our study, there was a stronger perception by the
Arabic-speaking students that their parents preferred them to use L1 rather than
English in the home. One possible explanation for this is that, because they have
a longer history of migration to Australia, the Greek/Macedonian and Vietnam-
ese migrants have a more established personal and social identity in this country
than do the Arabic speaking migrants. For the comparatively new Arabic
migrants, because they have limited English competence, the use of L1 in the
home may be perceived as an important vehicle for the transmission of cultural
and ethnic values to their children.
A final point worthy of note concerns the finding that those students who had
not received ESL help felt more positively about English than L1 in class than did
those students who had received ESL help. On the surface, this finding is
surprising. However, it may be that the non-receivers of help may have been
more proficient in English to begin with, hence their lack of need for ESL
instruction and their more positive attitudes towards English. Alternatively, they
may have been equally in need of ESL instruction but, because they did not
receive any, may have been unaware of their lack of English proficiency and
thereby were able to maintain a greater sense of L2 efficacy (false though this may
have been).
Our study involved an exploration of the attitudes of bilingual students who
were judged by their teachers to have a ‘reasonable’ level of proficiency in both
English and their L1. It is encouraging to note that, despite significant differences
in attitudes to English and to L1, most means were in the mid to positive range.
In other words, on the whole students felt more positive than negative about both
English and L1, and they perceived that their teachers, friends and parents were
similarly positive in their attitudes. Nevertheless, there is a clear implication for
teachers to consider what they can do to lessen the gap in attitudes towards
English and the L1 of their bilingual students, and of the significant others for
these students. Furthermore, future studies might well examine the attitudes of
less proficient language learners.
Correspondence
Any correspondence should be directed to Rhonda Oliver, School of Educa-
tion, Edith Cowan University, Bradford St, Mt Lawley, WA 6050, Australia
(rhonda.oliver@cowan.edu.au).
Attitudes to Language 209
Notes
1. For the purposes of this study the minimum level of proficiency was described in the
following ways: the bilingual students should be able to carry out a fluent conversation
in both languages, they may be literate in both, but if not, at the very least be aware
of some of the print conventions of the language other than English. In most instances
English would be their second language, although they would no longer require any
ESL assistance.
2. The type of ESL support provided for students varied from school to school. For some
it was intensive instruction in English by a specialist ESL teacher in a withdrawal
setting; for others, support had been provided by an ESL specialist but within the
context of the regular classroom.
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